Chapter 2

American Kestrel
USFWS photo

Planning Process

m  TheComprehensve Conservation Planning Process
m  |ssues, Concerns, and Opportunities
m Keylssues

m  |ssuesOutsidethe Scope of thisPlanning Process



Chapter 2

The Comprehensive
Conservation
Planning Process

Planning Process

Servicepolicy establishesan eight-step planning processthat also facilitates
compliancewith NEPA (seefigure 2.1, below).! Each of itsindividua stepsis
described in detail in the planning policy and CCPtraining materials. Whilethe
figure suggeststhese steps are discreet, there can be 2-3 steps happening
concurrently.

We started this planning processin 1998 asacombined CCPfor both the
Wallkill River and Shawangunk Grasslandsrefuges. The coreteam wascom-
posed of aRegional planner, Regiona Resource Specidist, refuge staff, and
representativesfrom NJDEPand NY SDEC. The coreteamfirst convenedin
February 1999.

Our early meetings consisted of detailing the stepsin the planning processfor
thisproject and collecting information on natural resourcesand public usesthat
pertained to eachrefuge.

Aspart of “ StepA: Preplanning,” wealso developed apreliminary refugevision
statement, management goals, and i dentified i ssuesand management concerns.
During that step, we a so began awildernessreview of existing refugelands.

Our wildernessreview eva uatesthe suitability of refugelandsfor inclusoninto
the National Wilderness Preservation System (NWPS). Thereview consists of
threephases:. (1) inventory, (2) study, (3) recommendation. Weinventoried all
566 acres of refugelandsin feetitle ownership and found no areasthat meet
thedigibility criteriafor awilderness study areaas defined by theWilderness
Act. Therefore, suitability of refugelandsfor wildernessdesignationisnot
analyzed further inthe CCP. Theresultsof thewildernessinventory areincluded

inappendix C.

Alsoinearly 1999, wecompiled amailing list of approximately 3,000 names,
including organi zations, e ected officids, state agencies, individua's, and adjacent
landowners, to ensure that we woul d be contacting adiverse sampleof inter-
ested groups aswe progressed through the process.

Next, we began step B, “ Initiate Public Involvement and Scoping,” which
provided an opportunity for the publicto critique or add to thevision, goals,
andissueswedrafted. In May 1999, we devel oped issuesworkbooksto solicit
written comments on topicsrel ated to the management of therefuge. We
realized not everyone could attend planned Open House meetings scheduled for
later in May and in June, so theissuesworkbooks provided an opportunity to
reach alarger audience. Workbookswere sent to everyone onour mailing list;
wereavailableat the Refuge Headquarters; and were offered to people every
timeour refugestaff participated inapublic function. Wereceived 337 workbooks
completed with responses. Thoseresponses strongly influenced our formulating
issuesand devel oping alternatives on resource protection and public use.

1602 FW 3, “The Comprehensive Conservation Planning Process’ (http://policy.fws.gov/
602fw3.html)
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Figure2.1 The
Comprehensive
Conservation Planning
Process and its
relationship to the
National Environmental
Poalicy Act of 1969.
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In May and June 1999 we held seven Open Houses: two in Sparta, NJ; twoin
Vernon, NJ; twoinWallkill, NY; and, onein Warwick, NY. We advertised
those open houseslocally in newsrel eases, radio broadcasts, and noticesto our
mailing list. Morethan 50 peopl e attended those meetings. We a so organi zed
severa separate meetingswith conservation partnersand state agenciesto
discussshared issues.

In October 1999, wereleased our “Fall 1999 Planning Update’ to everyoneon
our mailing list. That update summarized the public commentswe had received
from meetings and issuesworkbooks, identified the key issueswewould be
dealingwithinthe CCPs, and shared revised vision statementsand goals.

Oncewe had firmed up the key issuesin October, we began step D, “Develop
andAndyzeAlternatives.” The purposeof thisstepisto develop dternative
strategiesfor addressing and resol ving each i ssue on both refuges. We derived
the management alternativesdescribed in draft CCP, chapter 3, fromthose
strategies, public comments, our goal sand refuge purposes.
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Atthisstage, weidentified and mapped ecologically important landsinthe
vicinity of therefugeor connected to the Wallkill River valley. Using the exper-
tise of our Connecticut River/Southern New England/New York Bight Coastal
Ecosystems Program officeand wildlife biologistswith NY SDEC, we deter-
mined areas of high biodiversity important to our Federal trust resources,
including areaswithrareor declining wildlife speciesor plant communities,
wetlands, and contiguousgrassandslarger than 150 acres. Those areasof high
biodiversity were mapped asfocus aress.

Weidentified a Shawangunk Grasdands FocusArea, 3,486 acresinsize,
surrounding therefuge (map 1-2). In our opinion, land usesinthisfocusarea
could haveadirect effect on our ability to fully meet our refuge goasand
objectives. Unfortunately, some of that areanow has been devel oped and has
logtitssgnificancetowildlife.

Despiteour interest in seeing theselands protected, we do not propose Service
acquisition of additional landsat thistime. We do not feel thereisenough local
community support for arefuge expansion, and from our Regional perspective,
with all our other land protection priorities, it isdoubtful wewould be ableto
securefunding to buy additional landshere or hire staff to managethoselands.
Instead, we plan to work with adjacent |landowners and other partnersto
facilitateland conservation withinthefocusarea. However, if favorable condi-
tionsariseinthefutureto make Serviceland acquisitioninthisareapossible, we
may pursueit under aseparate environmental assessment and public review.

At follow-up meetingsin 2000, we shared our proposed alternativeswith
conservation partners, state agencies, and the public. We distributed another
newd etter in January 2002 that outlined four management alternatives. Through
further analysis, wereduced those dlternativesto three. In chapter 5, “ Consulta-
tion and Coordinationwith Others,” youwill find adetailed summary of each
publicinvolvement activity.

In November 2002, we determined it would be more efficient to separate our
planning effortsfor Wallkill River and Shawangunk Grassandsrefuges, with
priority givento completingaCCPfor thisrefuge.

In November 2005, we completed Step E: “ Prepare Draft Plan and NEPA
Document” and released adraft CCP/ EA for a45-day publicreview and
comment. In addition, we held apublic meeting/ open house on January 17,
2006, intheHamlet of Wallkill, NY. Thirty eight people (non-FWS) attended
the public meeting.

Werecelved atota of 589 public responsesin ord testimony at public hearings,
inphonecals, or inwritten or e ectronic documents. Appendix | summarizes
those public comments and our responsesto them. In some cases, our re-
sponseresulted inamodificationto aternative B, our preferred alternative. Our
modificationsinclude additions, corrections, or clarificationswhichwehave
incorporated into thisfinal CCP.
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Issues, Concerns,
and Opportunities

Key Issues

Key Issues Addressed

Our Regiona Director hassigned aFinding of No Significant Impact (FONSI)
which certifiesthat thisFinal CCP hasmet agency compliancerequirementsand
will achieverefuge purposesand help fulfill the Refuge System mission (appen-
dix J). It dso documents hisdetermination that implementing this CCPwill not
have asgnificant impact on the human environment, and therefore, an Environ-
mental |mpact Statement (EIS) isnot required.

Thesedocumentswill bemadeavailableto dl interested parties. Implementation
canbeginimmediately.

From planning team discussi ons, public and focus group mestings, and public
responsesto our issuesworkbooks, we compiled theissuesand concernsthat
we heard and categorized them asfollows.

Key issues—Thesewere unresolved public, partner, or Service concerns
without obvious solutions supported by all at the start of our planning process.
Alongwith godss, key issuesformed the basisfor devel oping and comparing the
threedifferent management alternatives. Inthedraft CCP, thewiderange of
opinionson how to addresskey issuesin away consi stent with refuge goalsand
objectivesgenerated thethreedternatives. Thekey issueslisted below also
sharethischaracterigtic: the Service hasthejurisdiction and theauthority to
addressthem.

| ssues and concerns outside the scope of thisanalysis—Theseissuesfall
outsidethe scopeof our planning process, or outside thejurisdiction or author-
ity of the Service. Although we discussthem briefly below, we do not address
them further inthisdocument.

1. Which speciesshould beafocusfor management, and how will the
refugepromoteand enhancetheir habitats?

Congressentruststhe Service with protecting Federal-li sted endangered or
threatened plant and animal species, anadromousand inter-jurisdictional fish
species, migratory birds, and certain marine mammal's, and mandatestheir
treatment as management prioritieswhen they occur on arefuge. Appendix A
identifies Federal trust resourcesontherefuge, aswell asother speciesand
habitats of special management concern.

Although weknow of no Federa -listed specieson therefuge, it doesprovide
sgnificant habitat for certain migratory birds. The challengewefaced early inthe
planning processwith respect to migratory bird management wasdetermining
how thisrefuge could significantly contributeto the conservation of migratory
bird speciesof concern. Animportant question we addressed is“Which migra-
tory bird speciesand habitat types should be management prioritiesonthe
refuge?’ Placing management emphasi son certain species or Speciesgroups
may preclude emphasison other migratory bird speciesof concern.
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For example, our emphasison managing habitat for grass and-dependent birds
reducesthe potential for shrub-dependent or forest-dependent birdsalsoin
declinethroughout PIF Area 17. Our responsesto thisissueisaddressedin
refugegoals 1, 2, and 3.

2. How will therefugemanagefor regionally significant ecological
communities, including theWallkill River and itsassociated
wetlands?

Severa habitat typespresent on therefuge have beenidentified asecologically
sgnificant because of their biological diversity, their relative scarcity throughout
the Hudson River ecosystem, or their ability to support acomplex of species
that areregionaly declining. BesidestheWallkill River anditstributaries, large
grassland complexes (>150 acres) are recognized asregionally important for
their biologicd diversty.

Servicepolicy (601 FW 3) requiresusto maintain existing levelsof biological
integrity, diversity, and environmental health onrefugelands. If necessary, we
aretorestorelost or degraded habitats, using historical conditionsasaframe of
referenceto identify composition, structure, and functiona processesthat
naturally shaped ecosystemsand habitat types. Our responsesto thisissueare
addressedinrefugegoals 1, 2, 3and 4.

3. Howwill therefugemanageinvasive, exotic, or over abundant
species?

I nvasive plants out-compete native species by dominating light, water, and
nutrient resources. Species such aspurpleloosestrife (Lythrumsalicaria),
Phragmites (Phragmitesaustralis), garlic mustard (Alliaria petiol ata),
Canadathistle (Cirsiumarvense), multiflorarose (Rosa multiflora), and reed
canary grass (Phalarisarundinacea) threaten refuge habitats by displacing
native plant and animal species, degrading wetlandsand other natural communi-
ties, and reducing natural diversity and wildlife habitat values. Thoseplantsare
particularly amenace when they impact theviability of native speciesof con-
cern, such assome of therare plant specieson therefuge.

Oncethey have become established, getting rid of invasive plantsisexpensive
andlabor intensve. Their characteristic ability to easily establish, prolificaly
reproduce, and readily disperse makes eradi cating them difficult. Many of them
cause measurable economicimpacts, especialy inagricultural fields. Preventing
new invasionsisextremely important for maintaining biologica diversity and
native plant populations. Controlling themin existing, affected areasrequires
extens ve partnershipswith adjacent landowners, state, and local governments.
Control of invasiveplantsisahigh priority inthisplan.

Severd wildlife specieson therefuge may beadversdly affecting natural biologi-
cal diversity and we need to monitor any impacts. Native species such asdes,
res dent Canadageese, and small furbearing mammal s such asfoxes, raccoons,
and woodchucks can be aproblem when their popul ations exceed the range of
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Key Issues Addressed

natural fluctuation and theahility of the habitat to support them. Management
issuesarisewhen they adversely affect Federal trust speciesor degrade natural
communities. Inparticular, smal mammalian predatorsdestroy migratory bird
nests. Whilesomelevd of predationinanatura systemisexpected, concerns
arisewhen that predation prevents our meeting conservation objectives.

Adverse economic impacts can arisewhen deer or Canadageeseforageon
landscaping or agricultura fields. Excessvely high populationsof deer, fox or
raccoon a so can compromise human health and safety. Greater numbers of
vehicle-deer collisonsor casesof Lymedisease and rabiesall raise community
concerns. Not al of those situationsexist now on therefuge, but they may
surface soon, as surrounding lands become devel oped and animalsareforced
to concentrate on or near therefuge. Some of the control measuresfor each
speciesare controversial; they may includevisua or audio deterrence, the
destruction of nestsor dens, or lethal means. Our responsestothisissueis
addressed inrefugegoals 1 and 2.

4. What opportunitiesfor huntingwill therefugeprovide?

During public scoping welearned that opinionson hunting ran theful | spectrum,
from thosetotally opposed, to those advocating opening therefugeto al State
hunting seasons. The Refuge Improvement Act of 1997 stipulateshunting on
refugesasone of thesix priority public usesto receive our enhanced consider-
ation. The Servicea so views hunting as an effective management tool in con-
trolling overabundant or invasvewildlifespecies.

However, asegment of thelocal community continuesto oppose hunting, based
on concernsabout safety, disturbances, harmto non-target wildlife, and the
impact on visitorsengaging in other priority public uses. Othersopposed to
hunting fed that therefuge should function asacomplete sanctuary for al native
gpecies, and that hunting isincongruouswith managing arefuge.

Some support hunting only whenit isneeded for population control, and not as
arecreationd activity. Still othersfully support it, includingthe NY SDEC, who
would liketo see more hunting on therefugein conformancewith State hunting
Seasons.

Therefuge hasnot previoudy been opento hunting, but local residentsindicate
that deer and small game hunting occurred under previous ownerships. Some
adjacent landownerswere opposed to hunting, expressing aconcern about their
own safety, especidly if arifle seasonwerealowed. Other individual sindicated
aconcern about the safety of hunters, since buried drainage structuresonthe
refuge could be hazards.

Aswe considered whether or not to provide ahunting program, our foremost
consideration wasfor public safety. Our final recomendation, described under
Goal 4, isto providean archery deer hunt.
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5. How will therefugeprovideopportunitiesfor other compatible,
wildlife dependent usesand accommodatetheir occasional conflicts?

The 1997 Refuge Improvement Act requiresour enhanced consideration of
opportunitiesfor six priority wildlife-dependent recreationa uses—hunting,
fishing, wildlife observation and photography, and environmental educationand
interpretation—when they do not conflict with themission of the Refuge System
or the purposesfor which the refuge was established. However, theAct estab-
lishesno hierarchy among thesix priority usesand, unfortunately, they some-
timesconflict.

Some people expressed concernsthat refuge resources may be disproportion-
ately alocated toward one useto the detriment of others. An additional chal-
lengefor therefuge manager isdetermining the capacity of therefugeto support
thoseusesand still provideaquality experiencefor visitors. For example, some
peoplewould prefer that the runways be maintained for walking while others
prefer that most of them berestored to grasslands. Our responsesto thisissue
areaddressedinrefugegoals 4 and 5.

A few public usesthat historically occurred ontherefugeare not priorities, nor
wildlife-dependent, and we have determined they are not compatiblewith the
refuge purposes and management priorities. Oneactivity in particular, model
airplaneflying, received alot of attention when the refuge was established.
Chapter 3 describesthehistory of that issuein greater detail. Alsoin Chapter 3,
wedescribeour concernswith thepotential for non wildlife-dependent activities
drifting onto the refuge with the Town of Shawangunk’s proposed 55-acre park
and athletic fieldsontherefuge snorth boundary.

6. Should weconsider arefugeexpansion to protect additional habitat
areas?

Northern New Jersey and south-central New York have become commuter
communitiesfor citiesto the south. Two-hour commutesare now common-
place. According to aJune 19, 2005 editorial in the Poughkeepsie Journal,
thereisconcern about theloss of open space and farmland in Ulster County
dueto demographic changes. Thetown of Gardiner, for example, experienced a
population growth of morethan 20%inthelast 10 years. That growth, which
placesextreme pressure on natural resources, isnow threatening the county’s
natura areas, many are becoming isolated idandsof habitat, so fragmented that
they can nolonger support their full diversity of nativewildlifeand plant species.
Speciesthat requirelarge, contiguous areas of natural habitat arethefirst to
suffer. The Town of Shawangunk isdevel oping acomprehensive plan that will
includean analysisof current and future needsfor open space. Public meetings
indicate broad public support for the concept, but no consensus on how much
open spaceisenough. Itisalsoimportant to recognize the“ open spacelands’
do not necessarily equateto lands of greatest wildlifevalues.
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Key Issues Addressed

During our public scoping process, we heard from
many individual sencouraging the Serviceto expand the
refugewithinthefocusareafor avariety of reasons,
including their concern about the rapid rate of devel op-
ment, theincreased burden ontheir communities
servicesbrought on by that development, and their
communities lossof rural character. Someacknowl-
edged the necessity and the direct benefitsof maintain-
inglandinitsnatural stateafforded by refuges. They
recognized that wetlands are essential habitat for
wildlife, lessenthedamagefrom flooding, and naturally
break down contaminantsin the environment. They
also recogni zed that forestsand grassands protect the
quality of our drinking water, help purify theair we
breathe, and provideimportant areasfor outdoor
recrestion.

Ontheother hand, thefact that 29% of Ulster County
isnow heldin non-taxed ownership, including the
refuge, state prisons, religiouscommunities, state
owership (parks) and non-profit organizations, isa
concernto many people. Somee ected officialshold
mixed opinions about thistax burden on their commu-
nities. They fed that increased Federa ownershipwill
adversdly affect property tax revenues. Federal lands
arenot taxed. However, the Refuge Revenue Sharing
Act?helpsoffseat theloss of tax revenuethrough refuge
revenue sharing paymentsto towns, at amaximumrate
of three-quartersof 1 percent of the apprai sed value of
refugeland.

Aswedescribed under “ Planning Process,” we do not propose an expansi on of
the current approved boundary. However, we do recomend Serviceinvolve-
ment inidentifying important habitatsthat need protection or cooperative
management on privatelandsinthearea. In addition, nothinginthis CCP
precludesour pursuing land acquisitioninthefuture, after additional NEPA
analysisand publicinvolvement. For example, the 55 acres deeded to the Town
of Shawangunk for useasatown park, immediately adjacent totherefuge's
northern boundary, may becomeapriority for Service acquisition should the
town ever determineit excessto their needs. Whilethisisnot anticipated,
should the opportunity arise, wewould seek itsacquisition. Our responsesto
thisissueareaddressed inrefugegoals 1, 2, and 3.

216 U.S.C. 715s, June 15, 1935, asamended
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7. Howwill therefugecultivatean informed and educated publicto
support themission of the Serviceand the pur posesfor which the
refuge was established?

Community involvement in supporting the Refuge System isvery important and
very rewarding. It helpspeople understand what we aredoing, why weare
doingit, and how we can work together to improve our communities. Refuge
outreachtiesustolocal communitiesand promotesan interest in conserving
natural resources. The challengeliesin determining how best to reach out to
raserefugevishility and cultivaterelationshipsinloca communities. Some
people advocate opening morerefuge programsto the public; othersdesirea
“Friendsof theRefuge” Group; till others promoterefuge staff involvement in
established community events, government committees, and conservation
organizations. Our responsesto thisissueare addressed in refugegoas 3and 5.

8. Howwill wereducethepotential hazar dsfrom theunderground
drainagesystem?

Ontherefugethereisan extensve system of cement culvertsthat wasinstal led
todrainwater fromtheair field which are collapsing, and in some casesare
open and exposed. Thismay represent asafety hazard especially for our staff
doing habitat management work or for visitorsauthorized to walk off the
designated trail. Our responsesto thisissue are addressed in refuge goal 4.

9. How will therefugeobtain thenecessary staffingand fundingto
maintain infrastructureand completepriority projects?

For theforeseeablefuture, thisrefugewill continueto be maintained asan un-
staffed satelliterefuge under theadministration of theWallkill River refuge.
Some peopl e expressed concerns about the ability of Wallkill River refuge staff
to maintaininfrastructure and implement programsand projectson thisrefuge
giventhecurrent level of funding.

Someare concerned that any new proposa sinthis CCPwill be substantialy
above current budget alocations, thusraising unrealistic expectations. It was
pointed out that budgets can vary widely from year to year sincethey depend
onannua Congressiona appropriations. Other people supported our pursuit of
new management goals, objectives, and strategiesin the hopesthat the CCPwill
establish new partnershipsand funding sources. Infact, some peoplerecom-
mend avistor contact facility be maintained throughout theyear ontherefuge. A
“Friends Group” was suggested as onewal to get assistance with funding and
implementation.

Weidentify seasond staffing positionsand funding level santicipated asneces-
sary toimplement over the next 15 years. Appendix E liststhe essential staffing
levelsaready approved for therefuge. All positionsassigned totherefugeare
currently vacant. Appendix D presentsour Refuge Operating Needs (RONS)
and Management Maintenance System (MMYS) projected needs. Thesedata
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Issues Outside the
Scope of this
Planning Process

Development and local
zoning

Pollution Control

Issues Outside the Scope of this Planning Process

basesare updated regularly, and infact, we aretransitioning to replace the
MM S database with the Service A sset Maintenance M anagement System
(SAMMYS) database.

Many peopleindicated they aregreatly concerned about urban sprawl, therate
and | ocation of devel opment, and thelossof habitat and resultingincreased
habitat fragmentation near refuge lands. Somewanted zoning for agricultureor
something other than residential or commercia devel opment. Theauthority of
the Service doesnot extend to local zoning. However, we areworking with
adjacent townsto identify important wil dlife habitats that need protection.

Many refuge neighborsexpressed their concern about poor water quality inthe
Wallkill River and their belief that it has steadily declined over the past years.
Some attributed that declineto the use of herbicidesand pesticideson agricul-
turd fidldsanditsreationshipto thelevel sof dichlorodiphenyldichloroethylene
(DDE) intheriver, the highest in any Hudson River tributary. Othersexpressed
their concerns about the effects of town wastewater treatment and pollution
fromfarm operations.

The Service hasno jurisdiction on other ownerships, unlesspollutersaredirectly
impacting Federal trust resources. However, our staff will continueto work with
theWallkill River Task Forceand participateinlocal community planning to
promote the best management and restoration practicesto benefit water quality
andthewetlandsof theriver and itstributaries.
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